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Who We Are 

The Financial Louisville Alliance for Development through Diversity, Empowerment, and 

Resources (LADDER) became a collaboration in 2015 with the purpose of increasing the 

financial capability of individuals with and without disabilities. 

Our Mission: To Create a Community-wide Culture of Financial Inclusiveness and Accessibility 

that Serves the Diverse Louisville Metro Population.  

For more information visit: www.louisvilleky.gov government 

community-services/financial-ladder 
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Throughout the workbook, youôll see a paper and pencil like to the left. When you 

see this image, you will have the opportunity to stop, think about what you learn, 

and put it into practice. 

Anytime you see a compass, we provide a web resource so you may go online to 

learn more about the topic. 

An exclamation mark indicates an important item that may require additional 

follow-up between you and a CWIC. 

 

A light bulb will share a fact or tip. 

 

Legend 

Before We Begin... 

The information in this workbook gives an introductory overview of how earned income may 

affect eligibility for and entitlement to social security disability benefits  and supplemental 

security income. 
 

Our objectives are:  

Þ to clarify the facts about the impact of work upon disability benefits and supplemental 

security income benefits and  

Þ To provide you with the basic knowledge to make an informed decision about how 

obtaining employment may affect your financial situation. 
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Section 1: Getting Started 

Why should you consider working? 

Research shows there are many benefits to working in addition to earning income:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Whether you are recently disabled or have been disabled your entire life, meaningful work is 

part of building a healthy lifestyle as a contributing member of society. It is essential to an 

individual's economic self-sufficiency, self-esteem, and well-being.  

 

Employment has even been shown to be beneficial to those with ongoing health conditions 

and disabilities. The positive effects of work indicates that individuals with disabilities or 

those who have significant illnesses should be supported in their efforts to return to, or 

remain in, work if their condition permits. 

§ Improved Self-esteem § Expanded Social Networks 

§ Better control of psychiatric 

symptoms 

§ Feeling productive and valued  

§ Reduced substance use § Building a solid foundation to advance 
goals and future. 

§ Greater life satisfaction § Developing new skills, both work and  

non-work related.  

§ Improved Finances  
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Section 1: Getting Started 

Since you are reading this workbook, you must be considering to seek employment and you 

are now taking the first step to see if itôs possible and if, or how, working may affect your 

disability benefits or supplemental security income. Everyone will have a unique reason for 

seeking employment. 

Take a few minutes to think about your employment goals and write down what you 

hope to achieve or to get out of the experience. 

What is your Employment Goal? 

Do you already have a position you want? 

How many hours would you like to work each week? 

Is there a dollar amount you want to add to your monthly income? 

What questions or concerns do you have about employment and disability benefits? 
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Section 2: Earned Income Section 1: Getting Started 

Some of them include: 
 

Þ Kentucky One-Stop Career Centers 

Þ Office of Vocational Rehabilitation 

Þ Office for the Blind 

Þ Ticket to Work Employment Networks 

Þ Community Based Work Transition Program  

Þ Veterans' Employment and Training Service 

(VETS) 

Þ Medicaid Waiver Case Manager 

 

For a full listing of services offered by each organization along with their contact information, 

visit the Resource Listings on page 33. 

There are many people and organizations in place to 

help you find and keep a job. 

Entering the workforce or returning to employment after some time off can be scary, 

especially if you have a disability and are unsure of your ability to meet the demands of a 

job; Do not let that prevent you from working. 

Check out the available resources on page 33. Write down the ones you 

may like to investigate further. 
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Community Partners are trained to provide you with assistance 

as you enter the workforce. 

Within the community, there are Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) projects 

funded through grants from the Social Security Administration that have on staff fully 

certified Community Work Incentive Coordinators (CWIC). These individuals receive 

specialized training to attain the appropriate level of knowledge and skills to provide clients 

with assistance as they enter the workforce. They can offer individuals an analysis of their 

benefits which includes an assessment of the impact of work on government benefits.  

 

The Social Security Administration instructs the WIPAs to prioritize the services which they 

provide to the individuals they serve based on specific criteria due to capacity issues. You 

may not receive services from a WIPA, or you may receive very limited services, if your case 

does not fit the criteria. 

 

The Center for Accessible Living manages the WIPA project for the Louisville area and roughly 

the western half of the state. Goodwill Industries of Lexington manages the WIPA project for 

the eastern half of the state.  

 

Other employment assistance guidance is offered by community partners, many of whom 

are also certified through the CWIC training. They do not have the same service restrictions 

as the WIPAs, however, access to these community partners is often limited. They generally 

charge a fee for their services or work exclusively with clients of a particular agency. For 

instance, the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation can pay for services from a community 

partner work incentive provider for its consumers. Similarly, the Department of Development 

and Intellectual Services can offer benefits assistance to individuals in the Supports for 

Community Living (SCL) Waiver program. 

 

 
 
 

Section 1: Getting Started 
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Social Security wants you to work if you can and 

want to work. 

A common misconception about disability benefits, whether itôs Social Security Disability 

Insurance or Supplemental Security Income, is that you are not permitted to work and be 

entitled to or eligible for benefits. But having a disability does not mean that you are unable 

to perform every job task. 

The truth is, the government encourages you to work if you can work and if you want to 

work. You just have to be aware that the amount of countable earned income you receive 

may affect your entitlement to or eligibility for benefits, and may affect your disability 

benefits or the amount of supplemental income benefits you receive. 

An Introduction to Disability Benefits 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): 

 Is a benefit to you if you become disabled and 

Þ To qualify, you must have worked to meet an insured status  

Þ If under age 22: To qualify, you must have a parent who is disabled. 

 

Supplemental Security income (SSI): 

 Is a needs-based program for persons with low incomes who are  

Þ blind,  

Þ 65 or older, or  

Þ disabled.  

For individuals with disabilities who have never worked, or those who haven't worked long 

enough in recent years to qualify for SSDI (Social Security Disability Insurance), SSI may be 

the only program available to them.  

Section 1: Getting Started 
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The Social Security Administration (SSA) is the federal 

agency that regulates the criteria and policies and procedures 

for approval for both of these disability benefits.  

SSA is an excellent resource for questions you may have about 

the application process and all of the nuances involved in the 

disability process and procedure. 

Section 1: Getting Started 

Visit www.ssa.gov for Information Guides and Frequently Asked Questions about all 

aspects of disability benefits. 

 

Þ You can apply for disability benefits online! 

§ You can complete the Medical History and Disability Report online for 

Supplemental Security Income but you must make an appointment to file the 

application itself for SSI through social security!  

Þ It can be as easy as making an appointment to file for benefits by telephone or in 

person. But YOU control the information social security gets when YOU file online. 

Þ For more application tips, check out this online video: https://www.ssa.gov/hlp/

video/iclaim_d01.htm 
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Section 1: Getting Started 

Test Your Knowledge  

(answer key on page 39) 

 

1. Which of these is a benefit of working? 

a. Meet people 

b. Improved Finances 

c. Increased self-esteem 

d. All of the Above 

 

2. True or False: To qualify for Social Security Disability Insurance, You must be ñinsuredò 

due to contributions made to FICA based on your own earnings, or those of your spouse 

or your parents. 

a. True 

b. False 

 

3. Which of the following does NOT factor in to the criteria to qualify for Supplemental 

Security Income? 

a. Have children 

b. Aged, blind or disabled 

c. Limited Income 

d. Limited Resources 

 

4. Which agency regulates your disability benefits? 

a. US Department of Labor 

b. Ministry of Disability 

c. Social Security Administration 

d. Bureau for Social Security 
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After you have been awarded SSDI or SSI benefits, the SSA encourages you to work! 

  

SSDI & Earned Income 

SSDI is an all or nothing payment based upon your ability to perform Substantial Gainful 

Activity (SGA). Following a 9 month trial work period and a 36 month extended period of 

eligibility (more information on these safety nets is covered in Section 3), if you earn more 

than $1,170 gross per month ($1,950 if you are an individual who is statutorily blind and 

meet the Social Security definition of blindness) of countable earnings, your SSDI benefit is 

terminated. If, on the other hand, your disability prevents you from earning more than 

$1,170 ($1,950 for Blindness) in or after your trial work period, you will receive all of your 

SSDI benefit.  

 

SSI & Earned Income 

SSI, on the other hand, is a needs-based program where SSA adjusts your monthly payment 

based on the amount of your Countable Income.  

When you go to work as an SSI recipient, the SSA will decrease your cash benefit as your 

earnings go up, but you still end up with more money by working than by not 

working.  

SSA uses your monthly gross earnings received in a particular month to determine how 

much to reduce your SSI payment after they take certain deductions and then divide your 

remaining earnings in half. That means they count only a portion of your income in the SSI 

benefit calculation. 

We will review a simplification of this calculation later in this section. 

Paid employment and Social Security disability 

benefits are not mutually exclusive. 

Section 2: Earned Incomeôs Effect on Benefits 
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Section 2: Earned Incomeôs Effect on Benefits 

Letôs take a look at some examples showing how your total income may look after starting to 

work. Each of these examples highlights how your monthly income (available to 

spend) increases when you start working. 

SSDI Example 1: 

Alice, a non-blind individual, lives 

alone and receives SSDI benefits of 

$1,200 each month. She takes a 

part-time job earning $800 a month 

before taxes. Since her countable 

earned income is less than $1,170, 

she will continue to receive her 

SSDI payment. 

Before Working  After Working  

$1,200 SSDI Only $1,200 SSDI   

+     $0 earnings +    $800 earnings   

$1,200 Total $2,000 Total   

SSDI Example 2: 

Alice, a non-blind individual, lives 

alone and receives SSDI benefits of 

$1,200 each month. She takes a 

part-time job earning $1,250 before 

taxes each month. She successfully 

completes her 9 month TWP and 

has now continued to successfully 

work 3 more months through her 

grace period*. 

In this example, her earned income 

is more than $1,170, so she is no 

longer eligible for her SSDI cash benefits and she is placed in a suspended status by Social 

Security. 

Before Working  After Working  

$1,200 SSDI Only $0 SSDI   

+     $0 earnings +  $1,250 earnings   

$1,200 Total $1,250 Total   

The amount that Alice earns affects whether or not she qualifies for an SSDI cash payment 

based on the Substantial Gainful Activity rule. 

* More information on these incentives is provided in Section 3. 

 

In each of these SSDI examples, notice Aliceôs earnings while working are always 

more than when sheôs not working. Wouldnôt it be nice to have additional income 

available to spend each month? 
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Before Working  After Working  

$733 SSI Only $275 
Adjusted 

SSI 
  

+     $0 earnings + $1,000 earnings   

$733 Total $1,275 Total   

As you can see, Jamesô monthly SSI payment decreases once he starts working, but because 

SSA does not count every dollar earned against his SSI rate, he will bring home more money 

each month by working part-time. Working pays! 

SSI Example:  

James lives alone and receives SSI 

benefits of $733 each month. He 

takes a part-time job earning 

$1,000 before taxes. He reports his 

earnings to Social Security and his 

benefit is adjusted. SSI will now be 

$275 per month. Letôs compare his 

income: 

Section 2: Effect on Benefits Section 2: Earned Incomeôs Effect on Benefits 
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Calculating Your Adjusted SSI Rate 

The remainder of section 2 takes a look at a very simplified version of what your SSI 

payment and total income may look like once you start working. 

 

SSA determines your SSI payment starting at the 

Federal Base Rate (FBR). In 2017 that maximum 

check is $735 per month for individuals and 

$1,103 for couples. All countable earned income 

and unearned income is then subtracted from the 

base rate to determine your cash payment. 

Countable income which affects the Adjusted 

SSI cash rate is anything you receive during a 

calendar month which can be used to meet your 

needs for food or shelter. It may be in cash or in 

kind and may include: 

 

Þ Earned income from work 

Þ In-kind support such as food or shelter you get for free 

Þ Money given to you from friends and family 

Þ Unearned income from other benefits such as workersô compensation, 

unemployment compensation, SSDI, or a pension. 

Þ If you are married to an ineligible spouse, your spouse's earned and unearned income 

is considered. 

 

For the purpose of this workbook, only the workerôs Earned Income and SSDI Unearned 

Income are included in the examples and practice problems. 

Section 2: Earned Income Section 2: Earned Incomeôs Effect on Benefits 

You are required to report your earnings to SSA 

every month. SSI now accepts reporting via 

smartphone, in many instances. 

If you receive both SSI and SSDI, you only need to 

report your earnings to SSA once each month. 


